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ABSTRACT:  The identity of the drug ‘Sooranam’ is elucidated.  The current botanical 
nomenclature and distinguishing features of the wild and cultivated forms of this drug are also 
provided. 
 
“Soorana” 
 
The drug “Sooranam” known as ‘Chena’ in 
Malayalam has been in use in Indian 
medicine since long and is said to be the 
best of all tubers used in ayurveda. 
 
Suranah Kanda Olasca Kaudalos  
                                                rsoghna ityapi 
Surano dipano rnksh kasayah  
                                           Kandukrt Katuh 
Vistambhi Visado rucyah Kapharsah  
                                            Krntano Laghuh 
Visesadrsase Pathyah Pliha gulma  
                                                   Vina Sa rah 
Sarvesam Kandasakanam Suranah  
                                            h Srestah Ucyate 
Dadrunam Kustinam raktapittanain  
                                                 na hito hi sah. 
 
The tubers of ‘Soorana’ are reportedly acrid 
and pungent.  They are stomachic, 
constipating, increase appetite and taste and 
useful in treating piles, enlargement of 
spleen, tumours, asthma, bronchitis, 
vomiting, abdominal pain, blood diseases 
and elephantiasis.  Being irritant, the drug is 
harmful in skin ailments but relieves 
rheumatic pains (Kirtikar & Basu, 1918).  It 
is the active ingredient in ‘Sooranadi Leha’  
and ‘Sooranadi Ghritha’. 
 
A perusal of relevant literature has revealed 
some interesting information as far as the 
identity of the plant source of the drug.  Van 
Rheede in his Hortus Malabaricus has 
described several types of ‘Schenas’.  
Suresh etal: (1983) have reviewed the 
taxonomy and nomenclature of these along 
with other Rheedian aroids of which 
‘Schena’, ‘Katouschena’    and  ‘Mulan-
schena’  are relevant to the present 
discussion.  The ‘Katou – schena’ described 
by Rheede (See Fig. 1) has been variously 
identified by various authors assigning it to 
different general of Araceae.  Recently 
Manilalr etal (1984) have rightly concluded 
that the Rheedian material (Rheede, XI t. 
21) does not belong to Araceae, instead it 
belongs to Tacca leontopetaloides (Linn.) O. 
Kuntze (=t. pinnatifida  Forst) of the 
monogeneric family, Taccaceae. Pages 155 - 158 
 
 
This plant in its vegetative condition may 
easily be mistaken for Amorphophalus, but 
can be recognized by its ribbed petiole and 
the unique type of tubers.  Unlike in 
Amorphophalus,  the tubers of T. 
Ieontopetaloides  give rise to runners from 
the growth apex which grow downward and 
form a new tuber at the apex.  (Drenth, 
1972).  This species having a very wide 
range of distribution in the old world has 
bitter and starchy tubers. 
  
Scheuer et al (1963) have studied this 
species photochemical and have found it to 
contain B-Sitosterol, Ceryl alcohol and a 
bitter principle called Taccalin which is said 
to be highly Poisonous.  However, toe starch 
obtained from the squashed tubers after 
careful washing is eaten in various forms in 
Gabon, Samoa and many other places and 
also used in medicine against dysentery and 
diarrhoea in India and Polynesia (Drenth, 
1972 P. 387). 
 
However, the irritant properties of the drug 
‘Soorana’ and the fact that it is prescribed 
for very different purposes reveal that 
Rheede’s is a possible mistake.  It also 
points to the possibility of this species 
having been used as a surrogate of 
‘Soorana’  in those days  in Ayurvedic 
medicine.  In fact, it is Rheed’s Mulan-
schena (Vol XI t: 19) which fits the bill of 
the drug. 
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Ayurvedic treatises mention two different 
type of Soornas – Vana Soorana the wild 
and Soorana, the cultivated form.  Of these 
the  Vanasoorana  is said to be more 
efficacious in medicine because of the 
abundance of calcium oxalate crystals which 
is less abundant in the cultivated form and 
hence is used as a vegetable.  Contemporary 
men of Ayurveda are unanimous in their 
view that the plant source of the drug 
Soornaa is the wild form of the elephant – 
foot yam but often attribute the name of 
Amorphophalus companulatus to it 
erronesously.  In current Botanical parlance 
the wild and cultivated forms of this plant 
represent two different varieties of 
Amorphophalus pasoniifolius (Dennst.) 
Nicolson.  The wild form referred to as 
‘Katou – schena’, illustrated by Rheede as 
‘Mulan – schena’ (the term ‘Mulen’ means 
spinulescent and refers to the profuse spine 
–  like warts on the petiole of this texon) 
belongs to Var.paenoiifolius  and the 
cultivated form (Rheede XI t. 18, 1692) to 
var. campanulatus (Decne.) Sivad. 
 
These two differ conspicuously in their 
external characters and can be recognized 
easily.  The petiole of var. paeoniifolius is 
deep green with white blotches and is 
conspicuously muricate with minute spine 
like structures, the corms are more irritant.  Pages 155 - 158 
 
Whereas in the case of var. Companulatus, 
the petiole is rather smooth, light green with 
white blotches and the tubers are less 
irritating.  The correct nomenclature of the 
two varieties are as follows.  
 
1.  Chena (Soorna) 
Amorphophalus paeoniifoluis (Dennst). 
Nicolson var. Campanulatus  (Decne.)  
Sivad 
Syn : A. campanulatus Decne 
‘Schena’ – Rheede XI : 35 t. 18, 1692. 
 
2.  Vana Soorana (Katou – schena) 
a. paeoniifolius (Dennst) Nicolson Var. 
paeoniifolius 
Mulen – Schena Rheede XI : 37 t. 19, 
1692. 
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Explanation of figures 
 
Fig . 1 : Tacca Ieontopetaloides : (Katouschena, Rheede, Hort. Malab. XI t. 21) 
 
Fig. 2 : Amorphophalus paeonifolins var paeonifolius (Muian – schena, Rheede, hort, Malab. XI 
t. 19) 
 
Fig. 3 : A paeonifolius var. companulatus (Schena, Rheede, Hort. Malab. XI. t. 18)  
 